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Finally, Nepal is declared a secular state with the promulgation of a new constitution on 20 
September 2015. However, the new constitution has described the secularism not as state’s 
total disassociation with any religion and culture, but as protection of religion and culture 
being practiced since ancient times (Sanatan Dharma in Nepali language) in its Article 4(1). 
Some political commentators argue that this explanation of secularism has exterminated the 
real essence of the term ‘secularism’. In spite of this fact, religious minorities and culturally 
marginalised groups have taken this declaration as a major contribution to the 
modernisation of a ‘New Nepal’. It is an important move towards institutionalising a new 
Nepali identity based on multiculturalism.

Despite the fact that Nepal was already constituted as a secular state after the endorsement 
of the Interim Constitution in January 2007 (which was formally ratified by the first sitting of 
the elected Constituent Assembly in May 2008), it took a lot of guts to retain the secular state 
identity in the new constitution. 

As the draft of a new constitution was being finalised, a number of Hindu groups and 
religious leaders were demanding that the country again be declared a Hindu state. 
Prominent Hindu groups were organising rallies in various cities around the country 
demanding the restitution of the Hindu state in the new constitution. A nationalist party, 
Rastriya Prajatantra Party Nepal, had also been demonstrating in numerous cities 
demanding a Hindu state and the removal of the term ‘secular state’ from the draft 
constitution. 

Some mid-level figures in the Nepali Congress and the Communist Party of Nepal (United 
Marxist Leninist) were also opposed to a secular state identity, and were demanding the 
inclusion of ‘religious freedom’ instead of ‘secular state’ in the new statute. Demands to 
retain a Hindu state seemed to be an effort to stop proselytisation by Christian missionaries 
and the slaughter of cows in Nepal.

On the other hand, non-Hindu groups like the Nepal Buddhist Association, and numerous 
hill indigenous groups (i.e. non-Hindu Mongolian communities), including Nepal Federation 
of Indigenous Nationalities, and Muslims groups have repeatedly argued that a religiously 
and culturally diverse country like Nepal should remain an unambiguously secular state not 
just one that endorses ‘religious freedom’. 

An individual’s right to religious freedom was already guaranteed as a fundamental right in 
Article 23 of the Interim Constitution. This clause would be retained in the new constitution, 
so there was no need to replace the term ‘secular state’ with another one such as ‘religious 
freedom’.
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Analysis of recent opinion polling conducted in Nepal supports the view that there should be 
no official association between the state and a particular religion. Although the majority of 
Nepali people still want Nepal to be a Hindu state (this is not surprising since more than 80 
per cent identify as Hindus), a significant proportion of Nepalis wish to see their country as a 
secular state. A strong preference for a secular state is evident at some sub-national levels.

The proportion of those who support secularism is very significant among certain groups of 
the population such as Buddhists, Muslims, Kirati, Christians, hill indigenous groups, and 
supporters of most of the Communist parties. The Nepali state’s official association with 
Hinduism is not universally accepted. The majority of Buddhists and Muslims, as well as the 
Kirati and Christian populace, want Nepal to be a secular state. Neither Buddhist nor Muslim 
peoples have pushed for Nepal to be a Buddhist or an Islamic state. Hindu groups demanding 
that the Hindu state be reinstated simply because Nepal is a Hindu-majority country are 
misguided.

Further analysis of the survey data shows that supporters of republicanism and federalism 
are more likely to support secularism, while supporters of a monarchy and a unitary state are 
more likely to support a Hindu state (http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/ himalaya/
vol35/iss1/11). 

Therefore, Nepal’s disassociation from secularism may lead to a weakening of the country’s 
other new structures—republicanism and federalism—which are pillars of an inclusive 
democracy. This further justifies moves to link the Nepali state’s identity to secularism. It is 
very worthwhile to mention that constituting a secular state should not and does not prevent 
anyone from practicing the religious faith of his/her choice. Everyone should have the right 
to practice religious rituals of one’s own choice. This is a fundamental human right too. But, 
again, this cannot be a reason for reinstating the Hindu state.

An inclusive democracy should accommodate the views of the minority too, not just the 
views of the majority. If a country is constitutionally secular, religious minority can, too, feel 
a sense of ownership of the constitution and enjoy equal freedom. For instance, Muslims of 
India are enjoying the ownership of India’s constitution and religious freedom as equally as 
their Hindu counterparts even under the reign of a pro-Hindu rightist party like Bharatiya 
Janta Party. 

So, Nepal’s new constitution should recognise the voices of the entire spectrum of the 
people, not of only a majority, advantaged and dominant. This not only guarantees or at least 
furthers the arrival of an inclusive democracy, but also makes the entire populace, including 
its minorities and the marginalised, true owners of the constitution. Fortunately, the new 
constitution has listened to the voice of the religious minorities and the marginalised. 
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